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u r  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  p o e t r y ,  m o s t  
: 1  S e l e c t e d  P o e m s f r o m J e v e n  
~Town, J o u t h  c A J r i c a .  ' T h e s e  
z i s s i o n  o f  t h e  a u t h o r .  
W h e r e  W o r d s  F a i l  
W
e  d o d g e d  a  p a p a l  b u l l e t ,  m i s s i n g  B e n e d i c t ' s  p i l g r i m a g e  t o  K r a k o w  
b y  j u s t  t w o  d a y s .  Y e t  o t h e r  t h a n  s o m e  s c a t t e r e d  p o s t e r s  a n d  w i n d o w  
d i s p l a y s  i n  C a t h o l i c  g i f t  s h o p s ,  t h e r e  w a s  l i t t l e  s i g n  t h a t  h e ' d  b e e n  t h e r e .  
C e r t a i n l y  n o t  i n  t h e  l o n g  c e n t r a l  m a r k e t ,  w h e r e  s t a l l  a f t e r  s t a l l  s h o w c a s e d  
a m b e r  j e w e l r y ,  t h e  c h i e f  o b j e c t  o f  t o u r i s t  d e s i r e .  T h e  r a r e  p a p a l  s o u v e n i r s  
t y p i c a l l y  p r e s e n t e d  t h e  s m i l i n g  P o l i s h  f a c e  o f  B e n e d i c t ' s  p r e d e c e s s o r .  
E v e n  t h e  o f f i c i a l  p o s t e r  f o r  t h e  o p e n - a i r  m a s s  t h a t  d r e w  n e a r l y  a  m i l l i o n  
p e o p l e  a s s i g n e d  t h e  c u r r e n t  p o p e  t o  a  s e c o n d a r y  r o l e ,  e x h i b i t i n g  a  l e s s -
t h a n - b e a t i f i c  B e n e d i c t  s t r i d i n g  a c r o s s  a  b e a c h ,  s t e p p i n g  i n t o  f o o t p r i n t s  
n o t i c e a b l y  l a r g e r  t h a n  h i s  o w n .  
L i k e  m a n y  A m e r i c a n s  w h o  j o u r n e y  t o  K r a k o w ,  t h o u g h ,  o u r  g r o u p  w a s  
n o t  i n  s e a r c h  o f  K a r o l  W o j t y l a ' s  c i t y ,  b u t  o f  a  v a n i s h e d  w o r l d  w h o s e  o d d  
t r a c e s  a r e  a l s o  f o r  s a l e  i n  t h e  t e e m i n g  m a r k e t - a s  b e a r d e d  d o l l s  d r e s s e d  
i n  b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e  H a s s i d i c  c o s t u m e s  a n d  s i l v e r  p e n d a n t s  w h o s e  a m b e r  
i s  f r a m e d  b y  s i x - p o i n t e d  s t a r s .  
O u r  t r i p  t o  P o l a n d ,  f r a m e d  b y  s t a y s  i n  B e r l i n ,  w a s  p a r t  o f  a  s u m m e r  c o u r s e  
o n  H o l o c a u s t  s i t e s ,  m u s e u m s ,  a n d  m e m o r i a l s ,  g i v i n g  G r a n d  V a l l e y  s t u d e n t s  
a  c h a n c e  t o  e n g a g e  f i r s t - h a n d  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  c o m m e m o r a t i v e  g e o g r a -
p h y  o f  H o l o c a u s t  m e m o r y :  t h e  p l a z a  i n  B e r l i n  w h e r e  u n i v e r s i t y  s t u d e n t s  
b u r n e d  p i l e s  o f " d a n g e r o u s " b o o k s ;  t h e  v i l l a  i n  t h e  W a n s e e  s u b u r b  w h e r e  
N a z i  o f f i c i a l s  c r a f t e d  a  p l a n  i m p l e m e n t i n g  t h e  F i n a l  S o l u t i o n ;  t h e  r a m p  
a t  B i r k e n a u  w h e r e  S S  d o c t o r s  e n a c t e d  i t ;  t h e  v a s t  s t o n e  f i e l d  i n  c e n t r a l  
B e r l i n  w h e r e  2 7 1 1  c o n c r e t e  s t e l a e  m e m o r i a l i z e  i t s  v i c t i m s .  
K r a k o w  w a s  f o r  u s  m o r e  t h a n  j u s t  a  w a y  s t a t i o n  t o  t h e  k i l l i n g  f i e l d s  
o f  A u s c h w i t z - B i r k e n a u ,  o f f e r i n g  a s  i t  d o e s  a n  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  w o r l d  
H i t l e r  d e s t r o y e d  b u t  d i d  n o t  e n t i r e l y  e r a s e .  K a z i m i e r z ,  i t s  o l d  J e w i s h  
q u a r t e r ,  i s  f a m i l i a r  f r o m  S c h i n d l e r ' s  L i s t  a n d  i s  n o w  a n  i m p o r t a n t  t o u r i s t  
s i t e .  W e  e x p l o r e d  t h e  d i s t r i c t ' s  c e n t r a l  s q u a r e ,  w a n d e r e d  w h a t  r e m a i n s  o f  
t h e  o l d  c e m e t e r y ,  a t e  i n  a  " J e w i s h - s t y l e "  r e s t a u r a n t ,  a n d  b r o w s e d  t h r o u g h  
b o o k s ,  c d s ,  m a p s ,  a n d  p o s t c a r d s .  B u t  m o s t  o f  o u r  t i m e  w a s  s p e n t  e x p l o r -
i n g  t h e  s y n a g o g u e s  t h a t  s u r v i v e d  N a z i  v a n d a l i z i n g  a n d  l o o t i n g .  T h e  s o l i d  
b u i l d i n g s ,  t h o u g h  n o t  t h e i r  c o n g r e g a n t s ,  h a d  s o m e h o w  o u t l a s t e d  t h e  w a r .  
T o d a y ,  o n l y  t h e  t i n y  R e m u  S y n a g o g u e  r e m a i n s  a n  a c t i v e  p l a c e  o f  w o r s h i p ,  
w h i l e  t h e  r e s t  s e r v e  c u l t u r a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  s a c r e d  f u n c t i o n s .  
H o u s e d  i n  t h e  r e s t o r e d  O l d  S y n a g o g u e ,  t h e  K r a k o w  M u s e u m  o f J e w i s h  
H i s t o r y  i s  a  f a r  c r y  f r o m  B e r l i n ' s  a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  d a r i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  t h e  z i n c -
c l a d  D a n i e l  L i b e s k i n d  b u i l d i n g  w h o s e  h i g h - t e c h  w i z a r d r y  w e ' d  v i s i t e d  a  
w e e k  b e f o r e .  T h e  O l d  S y n a g o g u e ' s  g l a s s  c a s e s  d i s p l a y  a  h o s t  o f  s t u n n i n g  
r e l i g i o u s  a r t i f a c t s ,  y e t  f e w  a r e  o r i g i n a l  t o  t h e  s i t e  o r  a r e  e v e n  f r o m  K r a k o w  
C J ? . . £ b  J 1 r a n c i o s i  i s  
' P r o f e s s o r  o f  E n g l i s h  
a t  g r a n d  V a l l e y  
J t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y .  
' P h o t o s  b y  [ a r l y  
' P a s z e k ,  s e n i o r  
' P h o t o g r a p h y  m a j o r  
a t  g r a n d  V a l l e y  
J t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y .  
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flowers in the boxcar-like shop ever think of their long-dead neighbors, 
I wondered, neighbors who also stood here and waited? 
Reconciliation between Christians and Jews, as John Paul II understood, 
is crucial to the conscience of Catholic Poland, and early in his papacy he 
made a pilgrimage to Auschwitz. Benedict XVI, as the first German pope 
in five hundred years, faced a far more difficult journey to Poland. From 
our Berlin hotel rooms some of us had watched him speak at Birkenau, 
just yards from the crematoria ruins. A few days later we found no sign of 
his visit there, except at the Catholic center just across the road from the 
vast camp's northeast corner. A twenty-foot banner of Benedict's image 
gazed out over empty barracks rows. 
Leaving my students to continue along the camp's unending paths, I 
crossed to the Birkenau Parish Church and Retreat Center. A display board 
in Polish and English explains that the building, originally intended as 
the massive camp's administrative headquarters, had in 1982 been given to 
the local parish which then added an enormous rooftop cross. Although 
the sign asks readers to "recall the Jewish nation," whose fate had been 
determined just across the road, its audience is clearly the people of the 
cross: "This building which was to serve those who tortured and scorned 
and hated, those who trampled crucifixes and burned holy books of both 
Christian and Jews," it says, "now serves those who pray and learn to 
imitate Him who went to the cross out of love." Just a few days earlier 
Pope Benedict had similarly blurred Christian and Jewish experience. By 
murdering Europe's Jews, he said, the "ring of criminals" who "used and 
abused" their German countrymen, had "ultimately wanted to tear up the 
taproot of the Christian faith and to replace it with a faith of their own 
invention." 
Sometimes I must remind my Christian students, in a university where 
Jews number less than one per cent, that Judaism is more than an open-
ing act. Benedict's words reminded me just how much work remains to 
achieve a genuine bridge between the two faiths. "The past is never simply 
the past," he had declared from the Birkenau ramp. "It always has some-
thing to say to us; it tells us the paths to take and the paths not to take." 
But where the pope wanted to lead in his reading of the Final Solution, 
I would never follow. 
Back in Berlin our path across the landscape of Holocaust memory ended, 
quite deliberately, at the massive Memorial to the Murdered Jews of 
Europe. My teaching colleague, Dan Balfour, and I had wanted students 
to take the full measure of this site erected by Benedict's countrymen just 
a short distance from the Reichstag, and we had avoided it during our 
earlier explorations of Berlin's memorial spaces. 
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down the rows of concrete blocks, chased by parents in games of hide-
and-seek. Young couples sat on the lower stelae, doing what young couples 
do on sunny Sunday afternoons. Discreet signs warning against smoking 
and eating were regularly ignored, especially along the edges, where the 
concrete stelae functioned inadvertently as benches. 
To engage this memorial space, then, we needed to venture deep within 
its center, where the blocks, short around the perimeter, soared up to fifteen 
feet. We first had to negotiate the sinuous and uneven surface, deliberately 
evocative of life for Berlin's Jews during the Nazi era, when the ground 
shifted beneath their feet. Among the innermost stelae we finally attained 
solitude, the contemplative silence appropriate to a memorial site. As the 
tall gray blocks shielded us from ordinary life in Berlin, their smooth 
heights pulled our eyes to the early June sky. 
After the memorial's quiet core, the park-like mood of the periphery 
revived our sense of frustration. One group of students, I later learned, 
decided right then to return at night, when the Berliners spending a 
pleasant Sunday afternoon in the heart of their reunited capital were all 
in bed. They told me that the dimly lit memorial had a more haunted air 
then-almost, though not quite, what they had felt on the windswept 
fields ofBirkenau. 
The next day, flying over the Atlantic and thinking about our engage-
ments with a host of haunted sites in Germany and Poland, I reread the 
speech Pope Benedict delivered at Birkenau. "In a place like this," he had 
said on the ramp, "words fail; in the end, there can only be a dread silence." 
Wise words, I thought, from a self-described "son of the German people." 
I eased the cramped coach seat back, closed my eyes, and imagined him 
uttering them alone at night before a crowd of 2711 silent witnesses. 
Seeing the h 
